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INTRODUCTION 10f6

‘Gentrification’ has recently become part of the vernacular when
discussing issues around housing, social mobility and inequality.
Normally used as a pejorative term, it describes the phenomenon
of wealthier residents in cities gradually moving into traditionally
run down areas and changing the dynamics of a community.
Earlier this year the debate in London came to a head with
protests against gentrification held in Brixton, south London in
which residents aimed to highlight the damaging impact that it
was having on their community, both for traders priced out of
retail units and residents who can no longer afford the increase
in rents [Ref: BBC News]. Supporters of gentrification on the
other hand suggest that ultimately, it “helps the poor” [Ref:
Economist], and is a positive thing which brings jobs, commerce
and culture to run down or deprived areas, acting as a source of
regeneration for communities. However, for critics, “regeneration
is simply code for gentrification, which is often a fancy term

to describe how poor people are cleared from valuable land

to make way for the rich” [Ref: Guardian]. The discussion

isn’t only pertinent to the UK - throughout America, in cities

such as Chicago, Portland, and San Francisco, as well as New
York Boroughs such as Brooklyn and Manhattan — the debate
about whether gentrification is a positive or negative force is
hotly contested. Fundamental to the discussion are questions
surrounding the nature of cities — should we be relaxed about the
fact that they are dynamic, fluid places in which different types of
people move in and out of areas over a period of time? Or does
fluidity create problems for settled communities who may feel
forced and priced out of neighbourhoods when newer, wealthier
residents arrive? Is gentrification a benign form of urban renewal
that we should welcome, or is it really a symptom of inequality?
Is gentrification a good thing?
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http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/gentrification
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/urban-renewal
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-32463425
http://www.economist.com/news/united-states/21644164-gentrification-good-poor-bring-hipsters
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/may/18/-sp-truth-about-gentrification-how-woodberry-down-became-woodberry-park

THE GENTRIFICATION DEBATE IN CONTEXT

What is gentrification?

Although the definition is contested, the term gentrification

was first used in 1964 by sociologist Ruth Glass in her study of
working class displacement in London. She says: “One by one,
many of the working class quarters of London have been invaded
by the middle classes — upper and lower....once this process of
‘gentrification’ starts in a district, it goes on rapidly until most or
all of the original working class occupiers are displaced, and the
whole social character of the district is changed.” [Ref: UCL] The
Collins Dictionary describes it as: “A process in which middle class
people take up residence in a typically working class area of a
city, changing the character of the area.” [Ref: Collins Dictionary]
It is mainly used in discussions around regeneration, urban
renewal, class and housing, and is at the heart of the debate
about the changing nature of towns and cities.

Gentrification as urban renewal

Many see gentrification as a cyclical process of renewal which is
the very essence of a dynamic city [Ref: Evening Standard]. For
cultural critic Stephen Bayley, “the arguments for gentrification
are strong. It is a process which enhances derelict properties,
creating wealth.” [Ref: Spectator] He dismisses critics as
advocating a backward, negative attitude towards cities,
asserting that to ignore the merits of gentrification is “to accept
the inevitability of decline”, concluding that: “Gentrification is
about returning cities from the dead. So it’s a vital obligation.”

[Ref: Spectator] Commenting on the effects of gentrification
in inner city American neighbourhoods, writer Justin Davidson
notes that: “Gentrification doesn’t have to be something that
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one group inflicts on another; often, it’s the result of aspirations
that everybody shares....a nice neighbourhood should not be a
luxury, but an urban right.” [Ref: New York Magazine] In addition,
it is argued in some quarters that gentrification helps reinvigorate
previously impoverished areas, because “repopulating the

inner cities has been good for all, creating sustainably dense
neighbourhoods...rebuilding derelict sites and introducing
articulate new residents, who then press for improved schools
and services for all locals — rich or poor, in a kind of trickle down
of aspiration.” [Ref: Guardian] An example of this potential

for rebirth can be seen in areas of central Manchester such

as Ancoats, which has been completely transformed from a
crime ridden pocket of deprivation and poverty, to a desirable,
economically thriving hub of creativity and commerce in little
under a decade [Ref: Guardian].

A threat to communities?

Debate has raged about the way in which gentrification
threatens to fundamentally alter communities in places such as
Brick Lane, London [Ref: BBC News], Brooklyn, New York [Ref:
Huffington Post], and Tenderloin in San Francisco [Ref: Guardian].
Last year film director Spike Lee made headlines when he
launched a scathing attack on gentrification in his old Brooklyn
neighbourhood, questioning whether the effects had been
positive for long standing residents [Ref: New York Magazine].

His reservations are not new - critics of gentrification claim that
ultimately, it is a form of ‘social cleansing’, which according

to one activist, “means cleaning an area up, and saying if you
can’t afford to be here, then you have to leave.” [Ref: Telegraph]
In London condemnation is often reserved for local councils,
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http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/20/san-francisco-tenderloin-district-gentrification-tech-companies?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2014/02/spike-lee-amazing-rant-against-gentrification.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11014543/White-hipsters-not-black-looters-are-now-threatening-post-riots-London.html

THE GENTRIFICATION DEBATE IN CONTEXT CONTINUED...

who are accused by critics of selling desirable land with social
housing stock to private companies, who wish to redevelop the
area for profit, and price out long standing, poorer residents

- thus radically altering the demographics of a community

[Ref: Guardian]. The consequence of this, according to one
commentator, is that: “As gentrification tightens its grip, people
on lower incomes are being pushed to the area’s edges” [Ref:
New Statesman], leading to segregation and social displacement.
Architect Edwin Heathcote cautions against the displacing effects
of gentrification, stating that a social mix is vital in creating
adaptable, vibrant cities where rich and poor are able to live side
by side [Ref: Financial Times].

Who wins and who loses?

Opponents of gentrification claim that it largely bypasses the
poor, and only benefits the newer, wealthier residents of an

up and coming area. Using the American city of Detroit as an
example, academic Brian Doucet argues that gentrification,
“does little to address poverty, unemployment, and access to
resources for the vast majority of residents...contributing to
greater inequality and polarisation.” [Ref: Guardian] Others
though assert that gentrification is not as simple as its critics
would like to suggest — with the poor being left behind by the
affluent, who move into their areas and reap all of the benefits
of an improving neighbourhood. Instead, as one advocate points
out, the regeneration of high streets and markets in run down
areas encourages people to spend money locally, therefore
putting money back into the community, which is “positive for
neighbourhoods and all those living in them”. After all: “The
sober truth about gentrification is that, for everyone who loses
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out, someone gains. And that ‘someone’ is not always one of the
rich.” [Ref: Guardian] With all of this in mind, how then should
we view gentrification? Is it a positive indicator of regeneration
and urban renewal, bringing investment into deprived areas? Or
is it a form of ‘social cleansing’, slowly pushing the poor further
and further towards the edge of our cities, while doing little to
alleviate inequality and poverty?
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